The literature is replete with exhortations about the need for teachers to use formative assessment. Clearly there are many advantages in doing so. Yet, empirical studies reveal that there is very little evidence that formative assessment is used frequently in classrooms. It is necessary to examine the reasons, why this is the case and to look for possible solutions to the problem.
Introduction
There are many definitions of formative assessment in the curriculum literature. For example, Marsh (2004) states that "formative assessment provides data about instructional units in progress and students in action. They help to develop or form the final curriculum product and help students to adjust their learning tasks through the feedback they receive" (p. 51). Sutton (1992) states that formative assessment is an "ongoing process conducted both formally and informally, by which information and evidence about a child's learning is absorbed and used to plan the next step, or guide a given task" (p. 3).
Major elements of formative assessment
Various writers have linked "assessment for learning" with the term "formative assessment". That is, "formative assessment is part of instruction that informs and guides teachers as they make instructional decisions. Assessment should not merely be done C. J. Marsh (B) Department of Education, Curtin University, Kent Street, Bentley, Perth, WA 6102, Australia e-mail: C.Marsh@curtin.edu.au to students, rather it also is done for students to guide and enhance their learning" own (Swearingen, 2002, p. 3) Swearingen (2002) also notes that in its purest form, formative tests are not graded and are used as an ongoing tool by the teacher. However, this purest form of formative assessment is seldom used by teachers.
Formative assessment involves providing "useful" feedback on tests and homework. That is, rather than a grade, information is provided about specific errors and suggestions for improvement. As noted by Bangert-Drowns et al. (1991) , this encourages students to focus their attention thoughtfully on the task rather on simply getting the right answer.
Also some of the feedback gleaned can come through self-evaluation by the student. Students who have opportunities to reflect on their work, show greater improvement than those who do not (Fontana and Fernandes 1994) . Boston (2002) also notes that students with learning disabilities who are taught to use self-monitoring strategies also show performance gains.
Clarke (2001), using findings from Black and Wiliam's study (1998) , suggests that the key factors of formative assessment include:
• the provision of effective feedback to pupils • the active involvement of students in their own learning • adjusting teaching to take account of the result of assessment • a recognition of the profound influence that assessment has on the motivation and self-esteem of students • the need for students to be able to assess themselves and to understand how to improve.
Benefits of formative assessment
It can be argued that formative assessment is valuable for both teachers and students. Formative assessment provides information to teachers about how students are progressing and they can use this information to make the necessary instructional adjustments to their teaching. Students can also gain from feedback obtained from formative assessment because it can help them realise where there are gaps in their desired goals and in their current knowledge and skills. From a pedagogical point of view, it is difficult to disagree with many of the claims made about formative assessment:
• formative assessment helps with planning because it involves giving clear learning intentions to students • formative assessment ensures that pupils are focused on the purpose of the task and that they can become involved in their learning and can comment on it -that is, there is a sharing of learning intentions • formative assessment empowers the student to realise his/her own learning needs and to have control over future targets. Students are trained to evaluate their own achievements against the learning intentions in oral or written form • formative assessment tracks progress diagnostically and informs a student of his/her successes and weaknesses • formative assessment ensures student motivation and involvement in progressit raises achievement, it keeps teachers informed of individual needs
